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4 With the exception of Elisabeth El Refaie’s Autobiographical Comics: Life Writing in Pictures
(UP of Mississippi, 2012), which Andrew Kunka cites frequently and with relish in his own
survey, this is the only other known full-length monograph study focusing exclusively on
the subgenre of autobiographical comics, also identified by other critics and/or creators
as  “autographics,”  “autobiographix,”  “autobiofictionalography”  or  “gonzo  literary
comics”  (Kunka 13-14).  Such rarity,  even accounting for  the  relative  newness  of  the
scholarly  field  of  Comics  Studies,  is  of  even  greater  value  considering  that  graphic
autobiographies constitute a major, vibrant, and—most importantly—mature audience-
oriented class  of  sequential  art,  recognized by “[m]any comics  scholars…as a  central
genre  in  contemporary  comics”  (Kunka  1).  As  such,  this  genre  has  contributed
significantly  both  to  the  growth  of  comics  as  a  diverse  and  qualitative  storytelling
medium and towards the recognition of said merit by the academic status quo.
5  The main avowed purpose of the study is to provide a fundamental source or textbook
guide for the student or the researcher of autobiographical comics, and it serves this aim
very well. Each chapter is divided into short, user-friendly subchapters, and is followed
by a handy “Notes” section, while the bibliography is helpfully collected in the end in two
segments, primary works and secondary bibliography. For that same purpose, which also
differentiates  it  slightly from the “enormous amount of  critical  attention” (Kunka 1)
autobiographical comics have attracted, especially in the last two decades, Kunka’s guide
relies  less  on  theory  than  El  Refaie’s  approach,  and  eschews  labyrinthine  and  deep
theoretical analyses in favor or much simpler, but wholesomely informative surveys of
the issues and texts broached. It also differs from El Refaie in that it doesn’t follow a
division of its chapters based on specific comic book/graphic novel case studies (a more
academic approach), nor does it compete with her 85 comics entries in the Sisyphean task
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of “comprehensive” coverage of a field growing vigorously, but rather gathers groups of
texts  and  observations  on  them  in  more  utility-oriented  units  covering  the  main
divisions, history, theoretical and practical questions of autobiographical comics, thus
clearly intending to provide a “go-to” reference for any sort of initial research question
pertaining to the field.
6  The fundamental question, of course, at the intersection of autobiography and sequential
art is, as the author notes early on: “can an autobiographical comic tell the truth? Does
the very nature of comics as mediated texts that combine words and drawings effectively
undermine their  truth-telling ability?” (Kunka 7).  In the course of  his  survey,  Kunka
answers the question mostly in the affirmative—by “mostly” meaning that the terms for
what constitutes truth are qualified by the implication of concepts such as “emotional
truth”—which “the comics form allows creators to prioritize…while also representing the
poststructuralist  concept of the fragmented self  (Kunka 8)—as well  as the ineluctable
relation of  memory to fiction,  the existence of  more than one party for  the “auto-“
element in the biographic text, “the genre’s instability” (Kunka 15) in view of the many
boundary-challenging,  and  hence  exciting,  developments  in  the  field.  Finally,  the
question  of  truth-telling  is  qualified  by  the  sociocultural  context  that  offers  an
unavoidable and often intrusive feedback to the autobiographical process and its post-
facto assessment.
7  Having  discussed  those  initial  aims  and  parameters  in  the  first  chapter  titled
“Introduction: What are [sic] Autobiographical Comics?” the author proceeds with “The
History of Autobiographical Comics” in Chapter 2,  providing a very useful origin and
taxonomy of  the  various  texts.  Not  surprisingly,  Kunka  begins  with  a  survey  of  the
instances of autobiographic vignettes in the Sunday newspaper “funnies” from the 1920s
onwards,  which,  although  too  sporadic  and  short,  and  hence  “unremarkable,”  non-
influential and rather superficial (Kunka 32), nevertheless established some of the tropes
that would later identify the genre, like the self-depiction of the cartoonist working on
his  desk,  occasionally  even  interacting  metatextually  with  his  characters  as  both
characters  and  artwork,  and  the  focusing  of  the  autobiographic  impetus  upon  both
bildungsroman and  künstlerroman narratives.  Kunka  then  moves  quickly  to  the
underground comix of the 1960s and 70s, a subject to which, directly or indirectly, the
overwhelmingly greater bulk of his study is devoted—and not unjustly, for in the socio-
politically rebellious and experiment-friendly, margins-friendly environment fostered by
the underground movement(s),  “autobiographical comics emerged as one of the ways
that the medium and the prevailing culture could be challenged” (Kunka 34). It was in
this  context  that  the  comic  recognized  unanimously  by  creators  and  critics  as  the
“seminal” progenitor of the genre was published (Kunka 35), Justin Green’s 1972 Binky
Brown Meets the Holy Virgin Mary: the black-and-white one-shot not only introduced the
autobiographical  mode  in  a  sustained  (forty-four  pages),  and  then  recurring,  story
format, but also inaugurated what was to become the leading and most engaging theme
in  autobiographical  comics,  the  “confessional”  mode  elaborating  on  some  personal
traumatic or disability-related experience of the comics creator. Brown, Robert Crumb,
Aline Kominsky-Crumb, Howard Cruse (of Gay Comix), and the women artists of Wimmen’s
Comix and Tits & Clits are discussed as the main driving forces behind the torrential and
extremely influential production of autobiographical comics in these decades that are
known as the “first wave” of the genre. Underground comix were characterized by a
deliberate militant opposition to mainstream “superhero” comics and their conservative
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ethics ruled by the Comics Code Authority: experimental stylistic choices, deliberately
“amateurish” format,  self-distribution or  distribution through alternative routes,  and
mostly,  an  aggressively  transgressive  content,  showing  taboo  matters  like  sexuality,
violence,  substance  abuse,  family  dysfunction,  disability  and  mental  illness,  often  in
combination. This intense activity led to the second wave (Kunka 46-47), from the 1980s
until  the end of the twentieth century,  influenced by Harvey Pekar’s c.1976 American
Splendor which introduced an “uncompromising confessional mode” and an “unfiltered
focus on the mundane, everyday experiences of his working-class existence” (Kunka 47).
This was the time for the emergence of one of the top canonical works of the genre, Art
Spiegelman’s 1986 Maus, “an important historical touchstone that continues to influence
comics today” and “the first  graphic novel  to receive the Pulitzer Prize” (Kunka 45).
Finally,  the  twenty-first  century  sees  autobiographical  comics  moving  into  the
mainstream, aided on the one hand by the publication of such powerhouses as Phoebe
Gloeckner’s ground-breaking 2002 Diary of a Teenage Girl, Craig Thompson’s 2003 Blankets
(the first autobiography to come out directly in graphic novel form, signaling the wider
artistic,  academic,  and  commercial  success  of  the  genre),  Marjane  Satrapi’s  2004
internationally-acclaimed  Persepolis,  Raina  Telgemaier’s  runaway  2010  hit  Smile,  and
Alison Bechdel’s complex and challenging memoir, 2006 Fun Home; and on the other hand
by  the  development  of  comics-creating  software  for  webcomics  that  allowed  large
numbers of aspiring artists to publish online in a friendly diary format. Kunka also notes
the rise of “graphic medicine,” the comics-enabled aspect of narrative medicine, as a
utilitarian reason for the boost received by autobiographical comics in terms of both
quantity and quality (54-55).
8  The next chapter deals with “Critical Questions” that emerge beyond the usual treatment
of autobiographical comics with the tools and theories pertaining to autobiographical
prose  texts.  These  are  formulated  as  stemming  primarily  from  one  issue:  “the
discrepancy  between  comics  and  other  media  when  it  comes  to  truth-telling  lies
primarily in the fact that comics are drawn, and so the autobiographical experience is
more transparently filtered or mediated through the artist’s consciousness and style”
(Kunka 60).  In elaborate detail,  Kunka shows how various comics artists find creative
ways of setting up, or violating (and thus redefining) the limits of the “autobiographical
pact”  of  identifying  the  protagonist  with  the  author,  including  the  inclusion  (or
reproduction) of photography, the mise-en-abyme, and the meta-graphic. The chapter
ends with a short but useful subchapter on “Teaching autobiographical comics,” offering
suggestions about how such texts can be incorporated in curricula addressing not just art,
but history, multimediality, diversity, gender issues, and genre studies, among others.
9  Chapter 4 addresses the “Social and Cultural Impact” of autobiographical comics, where
issues broached in the second chapter, especially in relation to underground comics and
the 1980s rise of the graphic novel, are brought to the fore in detail. As Kunka notes,
“[a]utobiographical  comics  function  at  the  intersection  of  witnessing,  testimony,
narrative,  and  visual  representation,”  thus  enabling  a  “unique  relationship”  to  the
representation of trauma (83)—both historical,  like the bombing of Hiroshima in Keiji
Nakazawa’s Barefoot Gen (2004-09), or personal, like the death of a child in Tom Hart’s 2015
Rosalie Lightning—since the latter often can only be thought of in pictorial terms, while the
panel-oriented comics format can reflect the fragmentary, hysterical impressions trauma
leaves.  Other issues of social  interest in autobiographical  comics include adolescence,
personal and professional development, (teen) romance, issues of gender and sexuality,
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the confessional self (and the backlash the overuse of the confessional mode, especially in
the 1960s and 70s, caused), LGBGIQ+ identity, history, race and ethnicity, and graphic
medicine, to which all Kunka devotes a brief subchapter, in addition to subchapters on
specific iconic specimens of the genre. Although the list is necessarily more descriptive
than analytical of the genre’s potential for social impact, Kunka does a more than fair job
of  laying  bare  the  issues  involved,  as  well  as  the  problems  (like  censorship,
misinterpretation, and negative reactions) that developed from the interaction of context
and  medium.  Apart  from trauma  studies,  the  impact  of  the  genre  is  stressed  more
emphatically and at greatest length in relation to graphic medicine, where comics have
had a huge impact, mainly due to their capacity “to ‘visually literalize metaphor’” as
Hillary Chute said, as well as to pictorialize the “embodiment” of the suffering subject
(Kunka 123). Oddly, the last 20 pages approximately of the chapter are devoted to the
matter of self-publishing (zines, minicomics, and online web comics and graphic diaries)
which, while it raises socially pertinent questions such as the (sometimes uncomfortably
close)  relation between artist  and readers,  has  a  rather  business-oriented focus  that
doesn’t quite fit into the rest of the chapter concerns.
10  The fifth and final chapter, “Key Texts,” is precisely a series of case studies of significant
works in the field,  chronologically arranged so as to show a sense of  continuity and
influence, but also innovation, starting with Binky Brown and ending with Fun Home, and
focusing  on  the  auteur’s  unique  signature  for  each  work  (or  set  of  works).  The
presentation is functional and wholesome, but what strikes one in a significant way is the
complete absence of accompanying images for the showcased texts. In fact, this would be
my one complaint as a reader and comics aficionado regarding this volume: while there
are  several  informative  strips  accompanying  the  presentation  of  the  early  historical
Sunday  strip  progenitors  of  the  genre,  when discussion  moves  on  to  the  significant
cornerstones of the genre, there are only four more page renditions from three comics in
the entire remaining main text, and three more page renditions in the appendices—while
there are NONE in the “Key Texts” segment,  where they are most needed! Of course
anyone  who  has  ever  published  an  article  on  comics  knows  how  hard  and  time-
consuming it is to get copyright permission from the various publishers, and publishers
of academic texts place additional restrictions on how many image pages per book are
allowed, but in the case of comics, where the image is the defining differential,  even
Kunka’s honest  attempts at  describing the visual  impact of  a certain iconic page are
doomed to fall short. Thankfully, one can look up the artwork online quite easily these
days, and get a good ideal of the general style of each artwork, but finding the specific
panels discussed is often impossible. That, and a smattering of typos throughout the text
would be the only formal drawbacks of the guide.
11  The final quarter of the book is taken up by four appendices, a short but very useful
glossary focused on autobiographical comics concepts (for the rest, one has to read Scott
McCloud’s Understanding Comics, the graphic “bible” of Comics Studies), the bibliographies
and the index. The appendices consist of the transcript of a 2012 panel discussion by
notable  comics  autobiographers  (Green,  the  Crumbs,  Gloeckner,  and  Carol  Tyler)  on
issues of influence, the limits of the confessional and truthful depiction in comics, and the
question  of  social  usefulness.  There  follows  the  transcript  of  a  podcast  interview of
Jennifer  Hayden,  creator  of  The  Story  of  My  Tits,  the  critically-acclaimed  2015
autobiographical graphic novel about surviving breast cancer, focusing on the process of
the creation of a deeply personalized narrative and the issues arising from its publication.
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The  final  two  appendices  are  in  sequential  art  form  and  discuss  the  issue  of  self-
representation  and  authenticity  in  comics  autobiography,  both  in  terms  of  visual
perspective (Appendix 3) and in terms of the transforming relation of art to testimony
(Appendix  4).  True  to  form,  one  could  read the  appendices  as  serving  a  testimonial
function to the preceding text, showing how the issues foremost in the minds of comics
autobiographers are precisely those identified by Kunka and the critics he cites; thus,
resembling autobiographies in their claim to an external verifiable truth. However, given
their great length, and precisely that correlation with the main text, I cannot help but
wonder whether this additional material could not have been nicely incorporated in the
main text discussions.
12  In conclusion, Andrew Kunka’s Autobiographical Comics fulfils its purpose of providing a
functional  and  well-grounded,  fairly  comprehensive  scholarly  text  for  the  academic
student or scholar wishing to become acquainted with the field. It is clearly written, easy
to use, and offers a wide array of issues and questions for discussion. Most importantly, it
helps draw further attention on the many ways in which comics, an art form that until
the twenty-first  century was still  struggling for legitimation,  can impact significantly
upon society, both as a teaching tool and as a helping hand in our lives.
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